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Abstract
I stumbled over a clod of hard dried dirt and staggered for a few steps. The heavy black soil
pipe was biting into my shoulder, and with each stumbling step it cut deeper and deeper...
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I stumbled over a clod of hard dried dirt and staggered 
for a few steps. The heavy black soil pipe was biting into my 
shoulder, and with each stumbling step it cut deeper and 
deeper. When I finally got to the small pile of pipe by the 
trench, I eased it tenderly off my shoulder. Then I looked 
down at my shoes and saw, with satisfaction, that their 
newness was beginning to be covered with a layer of dust. My 
Levis were still crisp dark blue, though. 
I watched Art walking easily across the crusty ground 
carrying a long piece of soil pipe on his shoulder and a smaller 
curved piece in his other hand. His steps were long, easy, and 
sure. He did not stumble. 
I could not tell how old Art was. His skin was tanned and 
weathered, but ageless. I figured he was old though. Maybe 
forty. Maybe even fifty, although he didn't have any white 
hair. 
He set the soil pipe down gently and looked at me with 
one eye squinted. 
"Tired already?'' 
I shook my head. He put his hands on his hips and looked 
at me intently. 
"Tell me, sonny, what made you decide to try out a 
plumbing job, anyway?" 
"Well, I just wanted to get a better job where I could 
learn something. All my friends went to work at the 
Fabricators or the Paper Company, and all they're doing is 
lugging stuff back and forth all day long. They ain't learning 
how to do nothing.'1 
Art looked down at the soil pipe and then back at me, 
but he said nothing. 
"Well," I said, "I know you have to carry stuff and all, 
but I mean —you know —learning a trade kind of thing." 
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Art kept looking at me in silence. I could not tell if he was 
mad or amused. Finally he asked, "You ever use a spud bar?" 
I shook my head. 
"You know what one is?" 
Again I shook my head. 
"C'mon over here." 
I followed him across the trench toward the back wall. 
We were the only men working at the construction site today. 
When it was done it would be a big grocery store, but right 
now it was just high concrete block walls surrounding a maze 
of shallow trenches and molehills of chunky dried dirt. There 
were a few openings in the walls for doors and windows, but 
nothing was in them yet. The west end was completely open. 
It would be the front of the store. There was no ceiling yet. 
Not even girders. The men with the crane would not be here 
for several days. 
Art stopped at a corner in the back. There were no door 
or window holes near it. Just solid concrete block all around. A 
trench led to the corner, and right at the end of it, sticking out 
from under the wall, was a huge ragged piece of concrete. Art 
pointed at it. 
"That's the footer." 
He looked at me, and I looked at the footer. I said 
nothing. 
"You know what a footer is?" 
I shook my head. 
"They dig a trench around where the walls go and fill it in 
with concrete. Then they build this here wall on top of it. The 
footer helps spread out the weight so the wall don't settle none. 
Like your foot helps keep you from sinking into the ground." 
He looked at me and added, "Not that there's much of 
you to sink into the ground." 
I could feel my face getting hot, and I wanted to stop it, 
but I didn't know how. I kept looking down into the hole and 
said nothing. I had heard him talking to the boss earlier about 
my size. 
"This here is a spud bar." 
He pulled a long black metal rod from where it was 
leaning against the wall. It was flat and beaten on one end like 
a wooden stake gets when it has been hammered a lot. The 
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other end was shaped like a long chisel, and the cutting edge 
was all shiny. 
"You use it to cut through that footer. Just lift it high as 
you can, and chop down into it like this." 
He climbed down into the trench and took hold of the bar 
with two hands about chest high. He raised it, and with a 
slight twitch of his shoulders, drove the bar down into the 
concrete. It hit with a dull whink, and a little puff of powdery 
dust rose from where it struck. He raised the bar and again 
drove it into the footer. This time a small chunk of cement 
flew off into the ditch at his feet. 
"When you chop down with it, don't hang onto it tight," 
he said. 
He looked at me expectantly. I felt uncomfortable, but I 
said nothing. 
"Ask me why," he said. 
"Why?" I asked. I felt dumb and embarrassed. 
"Why what?"he asked. 
I looked at him. His mouth was set and there was no 
humor in his eyes. 
"Why shouldn't I hang onto the bar when I chop with it?" 
He sighed. 
"You should hang onto it. You should not hang onto it 
tight. Besides, you just slow it down doing that. Just get her 
going with a little heave, and she'll do the rest. Here, you try 
it." 
He climbed out of the trench and handed the bar to me. I 
was surprised at how heavy it was. I hopped down into the 
trench and planted myself in front of the jagged concrete. It 
had stones embedded in it like almonds in chalk-colored 
candy. I raised the bar high and smashed it down into the 
concrete. Nothing. It did not even bounce. I tried again, and 
again nothing. 
"Get your butt into it," said Art. "And let it slide through 
your hands. You're still hanging onto it." 
I raised it high above me once more. I snapped both arms 
down and let it go. WHINK! A small chip flew off into the 
trench, but the bar got away from me and fell against the wall. 
"Well," drawled Art, "that was some better. You might 
hang on just a leetle bit more tighter though. Any questions?" 
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I shook my head. Disgust pulled at the corner of his 
mouth, and he took a deep breath. 
"Ask me why we're cutting a hole in the footer," he said. 
"Why am / cutting a hole in the footer?" I asked. 
Little lines formed at the corner of his eyes as if he were 
going to smile, but he did not. 
"We gotta run a vent up this here wall. It has to be right 
next to the wall because folks don't like pipes sticking out in 
their way when they walk around. You have to cut a hole in 
that footer so's we can snug that pipe right up against this 
wall. You know boy, if you expect to learn anything, you 
gonna have to use that brain of yours for something besides 
keeping your ears from banging together." 
He turned and ambled off toward the truck with the soil 
pipe waiting to be unloaded. I wondered if I should help him 
before I started, but then I looked down again and saw how 
huge that piece of concrete was. God! I would be here for a 
month trying to cut that. And it had nothing to do with being 
a plumber. It was just dumb labor. Something he did not want 
to do himself that he could dump on me. Well, okay. If that 
was the initiation, I could hack it. 
I pulled the bar away from the wall and hefted it again. 
Damn, but it was a heavy sucker. I raised it, and, holding my 
breath, I heaved it down into the footer. It rebounded with a 
dull k-chink, and I almost lost it again. And again I raised it. 
And again, holding my breath to get the strain, I heaved it 
down into the footer. This time a piece a little bigger than a 
half dollar with an orange stone sticking out of it fell into the 
trench. I kept chopping like that for several minutes. 
Finally, I was panting, and my shirt was clammy. I leaned 
the bar up against the wall and started unbuttoning my shirt. 
There was no air in this corner. 
I looked over at Art, and he was standing there looking at 
me. When he saw me look up, he turned and walked toward 
the truck. 
Watching to see if I could take it. Well by god, all I was 
doing was taking off my shirt. I was not quitting yet. I peeled 
off my shirt and flung it onto a dirt pile. If nothing else, at 
least I was going to get a tan out of this. 
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I grabbed up the spud bar and started chopping away. K-
chink. K-chink. K-chink. I stopped again. Holding my breath 
when I heaved the bar made me light-headed. I leaned on the 
bar for a moment. Then I could feel Art's eyes on me. I did 
not turn around, but I knew he was watching me. And I knew 
what he was thinking. Well, I could fake it for a little while. 
Just long enough to get my breath back. 
I raised the bar again, but this time here was no power. 
Just a little snap of the wrists and let her slide. WHINK! I 
stared down into the trench. Another small piece had come 
off. I raised the bar again, but this time I just let it slide 
through my hands. It bounced off the concrete, but it left a 
mark. I raised it again, and this time I flexed my knees a little 
as I snapped it down. A big chip slid off into the trench. Hell, 
this wasn't so bad. All I had to do was haul it up and get it 
started. 
I began to get a rhythm going. I gave a little grunt each 
time I snapped the bar down into the footer. Then I lifted it a 
little and gave the concrete a tap where I was going to hit next. 
Then up, ready for the next chop. Huh! WhinkI Thump. 
Pause. Huh! Whink! JESUS! 
The soft fleshy part under my right eye stung, and my eye 
began to water. I thought for a moment that a wasp had stung 
me, and I brushed at my eye. Then I realized that I had been 
hit by a piece of cement. 
I stared down at the footer, and I could imagine my 
mother's voice coming at me from the thousands of times my 
brother and I had shot rubber bands at each other—you could 
put your eye out doing that! Well, what could I do now, 
Mother? If I tried chopping with my eyes closed I could chop 
my foot off doing that. 
I turned to see where Art was and saw him watching me 
again. I'd be damned if I'd ask him! 
I turned back to the corner and spread my feet wide in the 
trench. I tapped the bar a couple times against the spot I 
wanted to hit. Then I raised it, shut my eyes, and snapped it 
down. When I opened my eyes I could see the mark of the 
blade, close to where I wanted it. Close enough. 
So, I started again. This time I shut my eyes each time I 
34 Sketch 
chopped down with the bar. The chips did not fly up and hit 
me in the face often, but every time they did I clenched my 
eyes tight for the next several shots. Then less and less until it 
was scarcely more than a blink. Soon, another stinging chip in 
the face would start the cycle over again. 
As I worked, the shadows receded toward the walls, and 
the sun climbed higher in the sky. It poured heat down into 
the construction site and turned it into a giant oven. The heat 
washed across my back. It reflected off the white concrete 
walls and off the dun-yellow dirt up into my face and my 
chest. I was awash in a stagnant envelope of fever-hot air. 
I could feel the sweat trickling down my back and sides, 
making my skin tickle and itch. It streamed down onto my 
face and burned into my eyes. I clawed at my eyes to stop the 
burning and left smears of dirt on my face. My hands began to 
feel tender and swollen. When I looked at them they were dirt-
streaked red. My arms and shoulders felt like painful knots. 
Finally I broke through. Not all of it. Just a notch down 
through it, but I had cut the whole way through. I knew I 
would finish it now, if only my arms would hold out. 
"Christ, ain't you done yet?" 
I turned to look at Art silhouetted against the glaring sun. 
I had to squint and my eyes hurt, but I kept looking up at him. 
Even if I could not see him, I wanted him to see me. 
"No, I ain't done yet," I mimicked. "Maybe you could do 
it better, but I'm doing the best I can. And it may not get done 
quick, but it'll get done." 
"Don't be so goddam touchy. You're doing fine. Time for 
a break now anyways. Don't want to lose you the first day on 
the job. Here, I brungyou a Coke." 
He shoved the bottle into my hand and sat down on the 
edge of the trench. The bottle was cold and felt good in my 
hand, and I could feel the ridges pressed against my palm as I 
raised it to my lips. I poured it into my mouth letting the air 
burble past my lips into the bottle. It stung the back of my 
throat, and I could feel the heat rushing from my face. I could 
not drink it fast enough. Finally, I could stand the stinging in 
my throat and the pressure building in my gut no longer, and I 
lowered the bottle with one last swallow. 
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"You ain't gonna last long drinking that stuff like that," 
said Art with a chuckle. 
I grinned and sat down. The pressure in my gut rose, and 
I burped a long low raspy burp. 
"When you get done with that footer we'll run that vent 
and then tie into the main line down there." Art motioned 
toward where he had been working. "Not much to it really. 
Just shove the pipe together, tuck in a little oakum, wrap a 
pigtail around it, and put in a little lead. That's all there is 
except for crimping the lead so she don't leak. But I'll show 
you all that when the time comes. Soon as you get done with 
your get-ready work." 
I felt good. We talked while we finished our Cokes. He 
did most of the talking, and I listened. He talked about what 
we would be doing as the job went along. I did not understand 
all he said, but when I asked him he just smiled and said he 
would show me when the time came. He seemed happy. Not 
like earlier. Finally he stood up. 
"Well, we can't sit here on our butts all day long or we 
won't have nothing to show for it. And you better get that shirt 
back on. You're starting to look like a piece of barbecue beef. I 
got all my get-ready work done. Hauled all that soil pipe down 
by myself. Most of it leastwise. Why'n't you come watch me 
run some of that pipe for a bit. Show you what we'll be doing 
when you finish here." 
He turned and walked down the trench toward the 
waiting pile of pipe. 
I got up slowly. My muscles were stiff and weak, and the 
dried sweat felt like salty glue on my skin. I walked gingerly 
toward my shirt. Maybe Art was right. My skin was feeling 
kind of tight and tingly. 
I looked down at my Levis, and they were dusty and dirty 
It was going to be okay. 
